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Abstract 
The aim of our study is to identify and describe how the French legislator brought under regulation the participation instruments 
which allow the French citizens to actively get involved in the life of their society, except the periodic elections. Besides the 
national referendum, the legislator thus established the local referendum, the petitionary matters, the local council, the 
consultative committees etc. The local French authorities established in their turn a series of instruments and resorts designed to 
offer the citizen the possibility to have a passive role play within the decision-making process. In order to illustrate the theory, we 
have choosen a few models of good practices in Lyon, Rh ne-Alpes region, and Lille. The provided examples made us draw the 
conclusion that the local authorities focus their attention on the French citizen.  
2013 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Selection and peer review under the responsibility of Prof. Dr. Andreea Iluzia Iacob. 
Keywords: Participatory Democracy; Engagement; Citizen; Participation. 
1. Introduction 
Participatory democracy is a new form of democracy which allows citizens to play an active role in decision-
making process. It is a complementary form of representative democracy, giving citizens the opportunity to bring a 
contribution to the political and social life of their society. Participatory democracy is supposed to improve the 
governance of the elect by creating a synergy of reflection and action between governants and civil society. 
Participatory democracy implies information, communication and engagement within the relationship established 
between governance and citizens.     
2. Instruments of local participatory democracy by the French legislation   
The concept of local democracy emerged for the first time within the Law of 6 February 1992 regarding the 
Republic territorial administration. This law tries to amend the information and participation of citizens, as well as to 
strengthen the right of the elected ones within the local assemblies. The law appoints the consultative committees of 
local public services, which enable the public services users to express their opinion on them. The Law of 27 
February 2002 regarding democracy of proximity is an important text for strengthening the participatory democracy. 
The aim of this law was to enable a better citizen partnership while making decisions at local level, thus 
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strengthening the participatory democracy and the rights of opposition within deliberative assemblies. This law 
enabled the insertion of a set of instruments designed for the citizen so that he could be closer to the political 
decision. Thus, in communes of at least 80.000 inhabitants, the municipal council is the one that sets the borders of 
that particular commune. Each neighborhood has a neighborhood council. These neighborhood councils can be 
conculted by the mayor and they can make suggestions regarding the life of the neighborhood. The mayor can 
associate them in the process of developing, implementing and assessing the operations that have regard to the 
neighborhood.  
Another innovation put forth by this law is the emergence of consultative committees. The municipal council can 
create consultative committees on any issue regarding the communal interest, covering the entire area or just parts of 
it. These committees can be made of persons outside the council, but representatives of local associations. Each 
committee is chaired by a member of the municipal council, appointed by the mayor. The committees can be 
consulted by the mayor on any aspect or project regarding the public services and the proximity equipments, and 
which make the object of activity of committee associations. The law regarding the democracy of proximity has 
turned the National Committee for Public Debate set out in the Barnier law of 1995, into an independent 
administrative authority and enlarged its area of expertise (Hamon, 2012) . Local consultancy is another major 
element of the French participatory democracy. The present legislation brings under regulation the citizen 
consultancy both at communal and intercommunal level. The deliberative organ or even the citizens can have the 
initiative of consultancy. The commune inhabitants have the right to be informed of its business and to be consulted 
on the decisions that concerns them. This is an essential principle of local democracy. The citizens of a territorial 
collectivity can be consulted regarding the authorities decisions in that collectivity. As far as the citizens initiative is 
concerned, the law provides that 1 out of 5 or 1 out of 10 electors registered on a check list in a commune can ask 
consultancy regarding an issue that makes the object of a decision to be made by a deliberative assembly. The 
deliberative assembly of that territorial collectivity makes the decision of setting up a consultancy. An elector is 
allowed to put his signature only on one petition regarding the set up of a consultancy a year.  The constitutional law 
of 28 March 2003 regarding the decentralised organisation of the Republic established some other consultancy 
procedures at the initiative of national authorities. The law enacts two situations when the consultancy process 
emerges: 1. the setup of a territorial collectivity with special status and 2. the status of overseas collectivities.   
According to Art. 72-1 of the Constitution, the law establishes the terms within the electors in each territorial 
collectivity, by means of exercising their petitionary right, can add propositions on their local deliberative 
submitted to a popular vote following the initiative of that collectivity. Whenever the intention is to setup a territorial 
collectivity with special status or to change its organisational structure, the law enables the electors registered on the 
check list and living in the interested collectivities to be consulted. The electors can be consulted on the alteration of 
territorial collectivities boundaries within the terms established by the law. Regarding the overseas collectivities, the 
aim of consultancy is to get the consent of those interested in changing the status of their collectivity. Changing the 
status of collectivity makes the object of national authorities decisions, but they can not proceed without having the 
consent of the electors in that particular collectivity. No alteration, fully or partially, of a collectivity mentioned in 
Art. 72-3 indent 2 of the Constitution, of one or other status stipulated for these collectivities by Art. 73 and Art. 74 
of the Constitution, can not be made without the consent of all or part of electors in that collectivity. The President of 
the Republic, at the suggestion of the Government during the parliamentary session or at the suggestion of the two 
Chambers, can make the decision to consult the electors in overseas territorial collectivity regarding the aspect of its 
organization, its competences or the legislative framework. According to Art. 73 indent 7 of the Constitution, there 
can not be created, by means of law, a collectivity aiming to replace a department or an overseas region; and there 
can not be appointed a single deliberative assembly for these two collectivities unless there is no consent from the 
electors registered on the check lists of those collectivities, according to Art. 72-4 of the Constitution. This procedure 
had been applied in Guadalupe and Martinica. The local referendum  is another instrument of participatory 
democracy brought under regulation by the French legislation. The area of this instrument has been expanded in the 
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French system through the Constitutional law of 28 March 2003, which appointed the decisional referendum by 
means of the organic law of 1 August 2003, the law of 13 August 2004 and the decision of 4 May 2005.  The local 
referendum enables the electorate to substitute the municipal council in order to make a decision regarding a 
communal matter. This type of popular consultancy emerges before the deliberative assembly could make a decision 
regarding the issue submitted to referendum. The decisional character of referendum is nevertheless depending on 
the attendance degree of electors. The deliberative assembly of a territorial collectivity can submit to local 
executive of a territorial collectivity can suggest all by himself to the deliberative assembly of that collectivity the 
submission to a local referendum of any act that lies within the duties exercised on behalf of the collectivity, apart 
from the individual acts. The mayor is the one in charged with the election. A local collectivity can not organize 
several referendums with the same purpose in less than one year. The project submitted to local referendum is 
enacted if at least half of the electors registered on the check lists attend the referendum and the project meets the 
majority of votes. 
 
3. Models of good practices in France 
 
making a decision. The French territorial collectivities have developed a set of instruments related to democracy of 
proximity aiming to actively get the French citizens involved in making decisions that concern them. In order to 
illustrate the above mentioned facts, we will highlight a few instruments used by several territorial collectivities. In 
the city of Lyon there are 34 neighbourhood councils, with the main target to make the public action more effective 
and to find solutions for the problems the city is dealing with (social cohesion, sustainable developing etc.).Another 
instrument is the extra-municipal councils, that gather together both counsellors of arrondissements and persons 
outside the Council, appointed in service by their competences. Their duties change from one arrondissement to 
another. The city also has a Committee for Initiative and Consultancy of Arrondissement (C.I.C.A.), that reunites the 
representatives of associations exercising activities within the arrondissement. The members of the Committee 
associations can bring up any problem related to their field of activity and submit any proposal to the Arrondissement 
Council. The local interest committees (L.I.C.) are neighborhood committees, and have been founded at the end of 
o attend: the urban 
blueprint, the salvation, valorization and promotion of the urban heritage. These committees are rightful members of 
C.I.C.A. and attend the neighborhood councils. There is also a Consultative Committee for the Users of Local Public 
Services and a Developing Council of Grand Lyon, aiming to associate the civil society in order to draw up the 
strategy for urban agglomeration and the communitarian public policies. In order to properly inform the citizens of 
all the aspects that concern them, the city of Lyon has its own monthly newspaper - Lyon-Citoyen. In the Region 
-Alpes, the regional Council issued a set of instruments of participatory democracy aiming to actively get the 
citizens involved in the life of community itself, in making decisions at regional level. Here are some of these 
instruments: 1. The citizens workshops  these are innovative instruments for developing the participatory democracy 
-Alpes. They are made of citizens chosen at random out of a representative group. Their role is to provide a 
documented and forensic notification, aiming to clarify the elected ones; 2. The public reunions  organized on a 
cyclical basis by the Regional Council in order to enable the citizens to express their views concerning the problems 
of the region. The authorities in Lille describe the city as the city of dialogue, participation and citizenship. Lille is 
one of the first cities in France that founded the neighborhood councils ever since 1978. Participatory democracy in 
Lille is based on three levels:1. Territorial proximity  the Neighborhood Councils and the Municipal Council of 
Children; 2. Consultancy  the Communal Council for Consultancy, the Extra-municipal Committees; 3. Direct 
dialogue with the inhabitants   forums, urban workshops of proximity. The city also has a Youth Council, 
an Older Peoples Council and a Council for Foreign Residents.  
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4. Conclusions 
 
Although the French law regulates a large number of instruments in order for the citizens to actively get involved 
in the process-making, these tools are barely used. Regarding the local consultancy, set up by the communes between 
1995-2009, one can notice that this instrument of direct democracy has been used only 233 times (this is quite a 
small number comparing to the large number of communes). Concerning the neighborhood councils, one can notice 
an evolution over the years. Thus, in 2002 there were only 292 councils, in 2003 the number went to 982, while in 
2005 there were 1305. Within the context of general renewal of the municipal councils in March 2008, according to 
the numbers aired by prefectures, in 2009 there were 1552 neighborhood councils. The role of neighborhood councils 
is nothing but consultative. The mayor is the one who decides whether they are to be consulted or not on issues 
 The referendum as an instrument of direct democracy was 
not too often used within the French system. Since the French 5th Republic has been introduced, nine referendums 
have been organised. They aimed both the institutional organisation of the state (the adoption of the Constitution of 
1958, the election of the President by means of direct vote, the establishment of the Regions and the update of the 
Senate, the reduction of the presidential mandate) and European matters (the expansion of CEE in 1972, the process 
of ratifying the Treaty of Maastricht etc.). The referendum was rather an opportunity for the French citizens to show 
their dissatisfaction over the political decisions. We are talking about the negative vote  given by the French in 2003 
regarding the proposal for changing the institutional organisation of Corsica, or the vote against the project for an 
European Constitution. In order to approach the citizens, the political decisions makers want to use the referendum 
so they could legitimate their future political actions. Even the President of France, Nicolas Sarkozy, intended to do 
so. During the 2012 presidential election campaign, he suggested the organisation of referendums on a series of 
fundamental reforms concerning the unemployment allowance and the rights of foreigners. This proposal has been 
attacked both by his political opponents and the civil society (Hamon, 2012). 
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